THE     BON     PLOWS     HOME

half an hour the southerly wind brought to the Hetman's
Highway the pungent and alarming scent of villages burning
along the Chira some twenty miles away.

In one spot the road to Gromok passed by an enclosure
fenced with grey blocks of stone, then turned sharply towards
the Don, dropping into a shallow gully across which a log
bridge was thrown. In dry weather the bottom of the gully
gleamed yellow with sand and colourful pebbles, but after
a summer rain the muddy floods of rainwater sped furiously
down the hill and a stream ran along the gully, washing and
rolling over the stones, roaring down to the Don. On such
days the bridge was submerged, but not for long. The
transient hill water, which at its height would break dowii.
walls and root up fences with their posts, quickly abated,^
and the pebbles gleamed freshly again on the bottom of the"
gully-
The sides of the gully were densely grown with willows
and poplars. In their shade it was cool even on the hottest
days of the summer. Rejoicing in the cool, an outpost of
Vieshenska militia numbering eleven men was stationed by
the bridge, with instructions to arrest all cossacks of military
age attempting to make their way to Vieshenska. Until the
first refugee wagons appeared in the distance the men lay
under the bridge, playing cards, smoking, some of them
undressing and freeing their shirts and pants of the
insatiable soldiers' lice. Two of them obtained permission?
from their officer and went off to bathe in the Don.
But their rest was of short duration, for refugees were
soon pouring down to the bridge in an unbroken flood, and
the drowsy, shady little spot grew suddenly populous, noisy
and hot, as though the sultriness of the steppe had come
down from the Donside hills together with the wagons.
The commander of the outpost, a tall, lean, non-com-
missioned officer stood at the bridge with his hand on the
holster of his revolver. He let a good score of wagons pass
without hindrance, but then, 'noticing a young cossack, \
perhaps twenty-five years old, driving along in the line, he
curtly ordered him: